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How Are Schools and Districts Responding to Closures?

As of March 31, 2020, 47 states and a number of autonomous U.S.
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jurisdictions (e.g., the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico) have

closed their public schools, private schools, or both in an effort Operations
to slow the transmission of COVID-19.1 At this juncture, much of |
the nation has focused on how to best educate students via ? T
distance learning and on reinventing or rescheduling various Academic Support
academic programs and events that the current pandemic has Programming Services
disrupted (e.g., state testing, special education services).?
However, while “[c]ritical academic infrastructure and service U Y
provision must be considered during school closure,” districts are E w
also trying to determine how to maintain other aspects of their
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Many districts and schools—particularly those without a formally
executed plan for distance learning—are focusing mostly on III.
academic concerns.® Yet, “a daunting list of operational and )
financial issues remains to be tackled” beyond academics, Finance and
including continuity of nutritional services, medical and social Business
services, and healthy business operations.® Despite the physical Source: Mosaica Education and
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closure of schools, it is vital that districts provide those services  >chool Growth

that the larger school community depends on or expects—to the

extent possible given the latest guidance and directives from individual states and the federal
government.” District and school leaders must carefully examine and implement strategies to
maintain essential functions that their organizations perform in the community and in service of
various stakeholder groups (e.g., students, families, staff).®

Notably, a review of 46 existing COVID-19 response plans from U.S. school districts conducted by
the Center on Reinventing Public Education finds that districts are directing resources not devoted
to building online and distance learning plans toward meeting students’ health, safety, and
nutritional needs. For example, this review finds that:?

e Almost all examined districts have some form of meal delivery plan underway, typically "grab and go"
meals available at selected school sites. Policies vary on if students must be physically present to
receive meals or if others can pick up food on their behalf. For example, the Denver Public Schools uses
community centers to serve dinner to adults and children.

e District communications on multiple platforms emphasize public health and student safety. Some
amplify local public health officials’ messaging or stress the importance of hand washing, social
distancing, and other public health practices.

e Some districts are using public communication platforms to educate families about the virus. For
example, in an attempt to explain COVID-19 to students, Montgomery County Public Schools (MD)
posted a link to a National Public Radio comic for children.

District Responses to COVID-19 School Closures

The Center on Reinventing Public Education currently maintains a database of publicly available
plans and procedures that U.S. school districts are using to adjust their instructional programming,
student support services, and other organizational operations. The database can provide examples
to districts and schools as they seek to navigate various challenges resulting from COVID-19 and
related school closures. The database is available via the hyperlinked icon below.

~
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Spotlight: Nutritional and Food Services

Continuance of meal programs for students in need is one of two “related supports for
students” cited by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) as needing
attention in districts’ emergency plans.' It is also a dynamic that has received considerable media
attention, both due to the essential nature of school-provided meals for students in poverty and the
concerns that workers responsible for preparing and distributing those meals have regarding
potential COVID-19 infections.!?

To alleviate some of these concerns, the U.S. Department of Agriculture has waived a number of
restrictions to its meal programs so schools can provide free and reduced-price meals while closed.
Districts also have the option to “serve meals in a non-congregate setting and at school sites during
school closures related to the coronavirus.”’® Moreover, parents and guardians can pick up meals
for their children even if those children are not present, thereby reducing the number of people who
need to leave their homes.

A range of strategies—such as meal pick-up sites and home delivery of multiple meals—are being
deployed that other districts can model in their own communities.’ For example, New York City
Public Schools—located in an epicenter of COVID-19 infections—has set up more than 400
distribution sites where families can retrieve three free meals each day.? Shelby County Schools
(TN) has partnered with its local YMCA to establish meal distribution sites.' Liberty Public Schools
(MO) offers both meal pick-up locations and meal delivery for qualifying families, and Bemidji Area
Schools (MN) offers home meal delivery with a parent’s or guardian’s consent.®

Spotlight: Childcare Services

Despite a high volume of school closures, some districts are grappling with the need for

childcare to allow parents and guardians with “essential” professions (e.g., healthcare
positions) to work. Districts must weigh the need for childcare in the community with their capacity
to fill this need safely for all those involved (e.g., staff, children).? Furthermore, districts need to
adhere to state directives for the provision of childcare during the COVID-19 outbreak.?! Should a
district opt to provide childcare services, they should follow both state health agency and CDC
guidelines to limit viral transmissions and best maintain the health of all involved stakeholders.??

As with other areas of emergency operations, districts have had varying responses to the issue of
childcare. Seattle Public Schools has partnered with local organizations (e.g., the Boys and Girls
Club) to open childcare spaces at 12 campuses.? Columbus City Schools (OH), in line with state
guidelines, provides information to families about how to access childcare at programs with a
Temporary Pandemic Child Care license, which can only serve families of essential workers.?*
Similarly, New York City Public Schools is operating Regional Enrichment Centers to care for
children of “first responders, health care providers, transit workers, and other key personnel.”?

Problem-Solving Advice to Face the Challenges Ahead

Educators already have good problem-solving skills, and now is the time to insist on using those skills together with colleagues to develop
strategies within their schools and districts to address the challenges resulting from COVID-19. To get through these difficulties, it is going
to be imperative that schools shift from operating in an authoritarian manner, where the school leaders make all of the decisions, to a more
democratic operational approach. All educators will need to increase their skills in group decision-making. It is also important to know that
first decisions may not end up being effective. This is to be expected. It is perfectly acceptable and necessary to try a strategy and conclude
it is not effective. This is not failure. This is life.

To engage in effective problem-solving ask: What is the situation? What do we want to accomplish? What strategies could we use? Is each in
accord with our values and the standards that we must comply with? For each, what might happen? What is the best first choice or choices?
How should we proceed? Did this work? What else could or should we do?

Source: Education Week?%
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What Other Areas Should Be Considered?

While this list is not all-inclusive, districts should begin to consider the following items (if they have
not already done so) to ensure that they are prepared to meet the needs of students, families, and
staff during these uncertain times and over the coming months:

given what has been observed to this point in the U.S. and world economies, district
leaders should consider several fiscal eventualities, including reduced local tax revenue
and decreased state and federal support for school programs. Such dynamics may
necessitate tough decisions about how to allocate available funds and how to generate
new income streams or tap emergency revenue to pay for a variety of expenses.

‘v Budgets:?” The long-term economic impacts of the current pandemic are unknown, but

member classifications during school closures and should decide the mechanics behind
how payroll will work and whether employees will be reassigned to different duties.
Relatedly, districts must consider what hiring practices to fill staff vacancies will look
like in light of physical distancing guidelines and a potential surge in the supply of
applicants in the wake of mass layoffs across the country.

g Human Resources:? Districts may continue to pay their entire staff or certain staff

current COVID-19 pandemic is increasing the anxiety and stress levels of stakeholders
who have been abruptly thrown out of their daily routines due to school closure and
state-mandated “stay-at-home” orders. At the same time, layoffs, furloughs, and pay
reductions resulting from the virus’s economic impacts will likely increase the need for
meals, emotional and mental supports, and health care to fill gaps in familial capacity and
to address new trauma.

|: EI Services to Support Students’, Families’, and Staff’s Physical and Mental Health:? The

Leveraging Volunteers:3®® At a time when community support is vital, districts should
explore avenues for individual citizens and local organizations to contribute to their
primary educational mission and other operations, especially given the potentially
increased enthusiasm to support students and families during this crisis. Volunteers may
be able to support items such as meal delivery, virtual tutoring, and any other needs that
schools and stakeholders have. Districts should consider their own unique needs and how
volunteer support can fill those needs while prioritizing community health.
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